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for seales portion of packaging container 



(57) A method of sealing an opening portion of a 
packaging container by utilizing fusion bonding of the 
base material, together with an apparatus and method 
for inspecting the sealed portion. The container material 
has a welding layer as the Innermost layer The welding 
layer is melted at a seal portion defined along the edge 
of the opening portion of the container. A part of the melt 
from the welding layer is allowed to flow out from the 
edge of the opening portion, thereby sealing the seal 



portion and also fonnlng an efflux layer outside the 
opening portion by the melt flowing out and solidified. 
An image of at least a part of the sealed portion and its 
vicinities is tal<en. At least a part of the image is defined 
as an inspection region. The image of the Inspection re- 
gion is subjected to predetemiined Image processing to 
calculate data concerning, the efflux layer fomned out- 
side the sealed portion. The calculated data is com- 
pared with a preset condition for judgment to judge the 
sealing quality of the sealed portion. 
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Description 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1 . Field of the Invention 

[0001] The present invention relates to a sealing 
method in which when a seal portion of a packaging con- 
tainer is sealed, a specific part serving as an inspective 
object is fornied so that it can be used for Inspection of 
the sealed portion, and also relates to heat-treating 
plates for use In the sealing method. Further, the present 
invention relates to an inspection apparatus and method 
for inspecting the inspective object. In addition, the 
present invention relates to an automatic filling and 
packaging system having such an inspection apparatus. 

2. Discussion of Related Art 

[0002] As packaging containers for foods and the like, 
bags are widely used which are made of a-packaging 
material fomned from a stack of a plurality of thin syn- 
thetic resin films In which the innermost layer is made 
of a thennoweldable resin material, e.g. polyethylene. 
The operation of filling a food or other material Into such 
a bag is automated. That is, the mouth portion of the 
bag is opened, and the material to be packed is filled 
into the bag. After necessary treatment, e.g. deaeration, 
has been performed, the bag mouth portion is pressed 
between a pair of hot plates or the like to weld together 
the mutually opposing innemnost layers, thereby sealing 
the mouth portion of the bag. Recently, use has been 
made of spouted packaging containers that are conven- 
ient for storing a beverage, e.g. a sports drink or juice, 
in a portable fashion. Sealing between the spout and the 
container body is effected mostly by welding. 
[0003] Incidentally, there has heretofore been provid- 
ed no method of accurately judging the sealing quality 
of the sealed portion of such a packaging container, 
which has been sealed by themial welding. In general, 
the inspection for the sealing quality Is performed by vis- 
ual observation, which lacks reliability. With the conven- 
tional sealing method, a specific part capable of repre- 
sentatively indicating the sealing condition of the sealed 
portion is not formed. To perform an Inspection for the 
sealing quality, the whole sealed portion needs to be In- 
spected. Accordingly, a great deal of time is required for 
the inspection, and it is likely that defectives may be 
overiooked. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0004] The present invention was made In view of the 
above-described problems associated with the prior art. 
Accordingly, an object of the present Invention Is to 
make it possible to accurately inspect a sealed portion 
of a packaging container fonned of a resin packaging 
material, whk:h is sealed by utilizing fusion bonding of 



the packaging material. More specifically, an object of 
the present invention is to provide a sealing method 
wherein when a seal portion of a packaging container is 
seated, an inspective object capable of representatively 
5 Indicating the sealing condition of the sealed portion is 
formed, and also provide heat-treating plates for use in 
the sealing method. Another object of the present inven- 
tion Is to provide an inspection method and apparatus 
particulariy suitable for inspecting an inspective object 

10 formed as stated above. 

[0005] To attain the above-described objects, the 
present invention provides a sealing method in which a 
welding layer constituting the innemnost layer of the 
base material of a packaging container is melted at a 

IS seal portion defined along the edge of an opening por- 
tion to be sealed of the packaging container. A part of 
the melt from the welding layer Is allowed to flow out 
from the edge of the opening portion at a predetenmlned 
position along the edge and solidified to fomn an efflux 

20 layer serving as an Inspective object. 

[0006] In addition, the present invention provides a 
pair of heat-treating plates suitable for use in the above- 
described sealing method. The heat-treating plates 
press an opening portion of a packaging container from 

25 both sides to seal the opening portion and, at the same 
time, to fomri the above-described efflux layer as an in- 
spective object. The heat-treating plates have respec- 
tive weWIng portion-pressing portions facing each other 
to press a welding portion of the packaging container 

30 defined at a predetermined distance from the edge of 
the opening portion. The heat-treating plates further 
have respective extension-pressing portions facing 
each other to press an extension defined at a predeter- 
mined position along the edge of the opening portion to 

35 extend with a predetennined width from the welding por- 
tion to the edge. Preferably, the heat-treating plates are 
provided as cooling plates for cooling the welding por- 
tion melted by hot plates. 

[0007] The inspection of the sealed portion according 
40 to the present Invention is perfonned as follows. An Im- 
age of an imaging subject Including at least a part of the 
sealed portion and its vicinities is taken. At least a part 
of the taken image is defined as an inspection region. 
The image of the inspection region is subjected to pre- 
45 detemilned image processing to calculate data con- 
cemlng an efflux layer formed outside the sealed portion 
by the melted material flowing out of the sealed portion. 
The calculated data Is compared with a preset condition 
for judgment to judge the sealing quality of the sealed 
50 portion. 

[0008] To perfonn the above-described inspection, an 
apparatus for inspecting the sealed portion according to 
the present Invention Includes an Imaging device, and 
a controller Including a central control unit, a defective 
55 area setting unit, and a sealing quality judging unit. The 
imaging device takes an Image of at least a part of the 
sealed portion and its vicinities. The central control unit 
controls the sealed portion inspection apparatus. Fur- 



2 



.112779aA2J_» 



3 



E P 1 127 793 A2 



4 



ther. the central control unit captures the Image taken 
with the imaging device, defines an inspection region 
including at least a part of the taken image in accord- 
ance with the inspection conditions, divides the inspec- 
tion region into a plurality of pixels of a predetermined 
size, and judges whether or not each pjxel located out- 
side the sealed portion is filled with the efflux layer 
formed by the melted material flowing out of the sealed 
portion. The defective area setting unit sets inspection 
conditions and a criterion for judgment of the sealing 
quality. The sealing quality judging unit compares the 
result of the judgment made by the central control unit 
with the criterion for judgment to judge the sealing qual- 
ity. 

[0009] Preferably, the position of the Inspection region 
is controlled in accordance with the position of the im- 
aging subject within the field of view of the imaging de- 
vice. 

[0010] Other objects and advantages of the present 
Invention will become apparent from the following de- 
tailed description of illustrated embodiments of the in- 
vention. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0011] Fig. 1 Is a diagram showing the arrangement 
of an automatic food filling and packaging system using 
a sealed portion inspection apparatus according to a 
first embodiment of the present invention. 

"[0012] Figs. 2A, 2B and 2C are views showing a spout 
to be fitted to a packaging container, of which: Fig. 2A 
is a front view; Fig. 2B is a side view; and Fig. 2C is a 

"ibottom view. 
[0013] Fig. 3 Is an enlarged view showing a welded 
part of a spouted packaging container. 
[0014] Fig. 4 is a diagram showing an image of an ef- 
flux layer and its vicinities as enlarged and divided into 
pixels. 

[001 5] Fig. 5 is a block diagram showing the arrange- 
ment of the inspection apparatus shown in Fig. 1 . 
[0016] Fig. 6 is a flowchart showing the procedure of 
inspection of the sealed portion. 
[0017] Fig, 7 is a fragmentary perspective view show- 
ing a spout and a container body used In a second em- 
bodiment of the present invention. 
[001 8] Fig. 8 Is a fragmentary perspective view show- 
ing the way in which the spout is fitted to the container 
body in the second embodiment. 
[0019] Fig. 9 is a fragmentary front view showing the 
way In which the spout is welded to the container body 
in the second embodiment. 

[0020] Fig. 10 is a diagram showing an image of an 
efflux layer and its vicinities as enlarged and divided into 
pixels in the second embodiment. 
[0021 ] Fig. 11 is a diagram showing the arrangement 
of an automatic food filling and packaging system using 
a sealed portion inspection apparatus according to a 
third embodiment of the present invention. 



[0022] Rg. 12 is a fragmentary front view showing a 
container after its mouth portion has been welded In the 
third embodiment. 

[0023] Fig. 13 is a diagram showing an image of an 
5 efflux layer and its vicinities as enlarged and divided into 
pixels In the third embodiment. 

[0024] Rg. 1 4 Is a diagram showing the arrangement 
of an automatic food filling and packaging system using 
an inspection apparatus according to a fourth embodi- 
10 ment of the present invention. 

[0025] Fig. 15 is a sectional side view showing the 
whole arrangement , of a primary sealing rotor in the 
fourth embodiment. 

[0026] Fig. 16 is an enlarged sectional side view of a 
IS part of the primary sealing rotor shown In Fig. 15. 

[0027] Rg. 17 is an enlarged sectional plan view of a 

part of the primary sealing rotor shown In Fig. 15. 

[0028] Rgs. 1 8A, 1 88 and 1 SO are views showing a 

hot plate for primary sealing In the fourth embodiment, 
20 of which: Fig. 1 8A is a plan view; Fig. 188 is a front view; 

and Fig. 18C is a left-hand side view. 

[0029] Fig. 1 9 is a detailed front view of a spout used 

in the fourth embodiment. 

[0030] Rgs. 20A, 208 and 20C are views showing a 
25 hot plate for secondary sealing in the fourth embodi- 
ment, of which: Fig. 20A is a plan view; Fig. 208 Is a 
front view; and Fig. 20C is a left-hand side view. 
[0031] Rgs. 21 A, 218 and 21C are views showing a 
cooling plate used in the fourth embodiment, of which: 
30 Rg. 21 A is a plan view; Fig. 21 8 is a front view; and Fig. 
21 C is a left-hand side view. 

[0032] Rgs. 22A, 228 and 220 are front views show- 
ing the condition of a sealed portion after the primary 
sealing, after the secondary sealing and after the cool- 
35 ing, respectively. 

[0033] Fig. 23 is a system diagram of the inspection 
apparatus in the fourth embodiment. 
[0034] Rgs. 24A and 248 are views showing the ways 
in which subject images are taken with a first camera 
and a second camera, respectively. 
[0035] Fig. 25 is a sectional side view of a defective 
bag discharge device. 



[0036] Specific embodiments of the present invention 
will be described below with reference to the accompa- 
nying drawings. It should be noted, however, that the 
so scope of the present Invention is not limited to the em- 
bodiments stated below. 

[0037] Rg. 1 is a diagram showing the an^angement 
of an automatic food and/or filling and packaging system 
1 using the inspection apparatus according to the 
55 present invention. In the filling and packaging system 1 , 
a spout is fitted to a packaging container, and a liquid 
material Is filled into the spouted packaging container 
and packaged therein. The system 1 has a rotary table 
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3 equipped with grippers 5. A bag 7 is gripped with grip- 
pers 5 and thus moved through various steps succes- 
sively. 

[0038] At step 1 . bags 7 stored in a bag niagazine 9 
are taken out one by one. Each bag 7 is open at the 
upper side thereof and sealed at the other three sides. 
Each bag 7 taken out of the nnagazine 9 is delivered to 
the table 3 and gripped with grippers 5. The bag 7 is 
moved to step 2 by rotation of the table 3, where the bag 
7 is printed with a date by a printer 11 . In addition, one 
corner of the upper side of the bag 7 is cut off diagonally 
with a cutter 1 3 to fomri a spout fitting portion 7a. At step 
3, the top of the bag 7 is opened up with an appropriate 
opening device 1 5, e.g. a suction cup. One of spouts 1 7 
transferred successively by another transfer device is 
inserted into the portion of the bag 7 cut at step 2, and 
the portion of the bag 7 fitted with the spout 1 7 Is tem- 
porarily sealed or welded with a hot bar sealer 1 9. Then, 
at step 4, the interface between the spout fitting portion 
7a and the spout 17 and also the remaining portion of 
the spout fitting portion 7a are sealed with a welder 21 . 
The subsequent step 5 is an inspection step for inspect- 
ing the sealed portion of the bag 7, including the spout 
welding portion. This will be described later in detail. 
[0039] Step 6 is a bag mouth opening step at which 
the unsealed portion of the upper side of the bag 7, that 
is, a filling opening 7b, is opened up with an opening 
device 23. Step 7 is a filling step at which a liquid mate- 
rial to be packed is supplied from a tank 25 through a 
nozzle 27 and filled into the bag 7 through the filling 
opening 7b. Steps 8 and 9 are first and second sealing 
steps at which the filling opening 7b of the bag 7 is 
sealed with a sealer 29 equipped with hot plates. Step 
1 0 Is a cooling step at which the sealed portion heated 
at steps 8 and 9 is cooled. At step 11 , the bag 7 Is dis- 
charged onto a non-defective bag conveyor 31 . It should 
be noted that a bag 7 judged to be defective at step 5 
passes through the subsequent steps without undergo- 
ing operations such as filling of a material to be packed 
and sealing of the filling opening 7b. The defective bag 
7 is discharged onto a defective bag conveyor 33 at step 
12. 

[0040] The following Is a description of the inspection 
method canried out with an inspection apparatus 39 at 
step 5. Prior to the description of the inspection method, 
the spout 17 used in this embodiment will be described 
with reference to Fig. 2. In Figs. 2A, 2B and 2C are a 
front view, a right-hand side view and a bottom view, 
respectively, of a spout 17. 

[0041] In this embodiment, the spout 1 7 is fitted to a 
spout fitting portion 7a (see Fig. 3) fomned by diagonally 
cutting an upper edge portion of the bag 7. and filling of 
a material to be packed is carried out through a filling 
opening 7b (see Fig. 3) formed by the remaining portion 
of the upper side of the bag 7. The spout 1 7 is fitted to 
the spout fitting portion 7a in a state where a spout body 
1 7a is fitted with a cap 1 7b. The spout body 1 7a has a 
cylindrical mouth portion 1 7c at the top. The spout body 



1 7a further has a flange 1 7d and an insertion portion 
1 7e. A hole 1 7f extends through the mouth portion 1 7c, 
the flange 17d and the insertion portion 17e. In other 
words, the Insertion portion 1 7e of the spout 1 7 is inseit- 
5 ed into the bag 7 from the spout fitting portion 7a of the 
bag 7 until the end edge of the spout fitting portion 7a 
abuts on the lower surface of the flange 17d. In this 
state, the spout 1 7 is fitted to the spout fitting portion 7a. 
In Figs. 2A and 2C, a part of the spout fitting portion 7a 
10 of the bag 7 is shown by the chain double-dashed lines. 
[0042] In this state, the bag 7 is moved to step 4 at 
which welding is carried out to secure the spout 1 7 to 
the spout fitting portion 7a of the bag 7 and to seal the 
spout fitting portion 7a, thereby fomning a spout-fitting 
IS seated portion 35 as shown In Fig. 3. More specrficalty, 
at this step 4, the spout 1 7 and a spout welding portion 
7c of the spout fitting portion 7a are pressed against 
each other from both sides with the welder 21. In this 
state, heat is applied to effect welding, thereby securing 
20 the spout 1 7 to the spout fitting portion 7a in a sealed 
state. In addition, the upper and lower sheets of the bag 
7 are welded together at the remaining portion 7d of the 
spout fitting portion 7a to seal the remaining portion 7d. 
This sealing operation causes a part of the materials of 
the spout 1 7 and the bag 7 to melt and flow out of the 
bag 7 to form an efflux layer 37 in the vicinity of each 
end of the flange 17d of the spout body 17a, as shown 
in Fig. 3 by being painted over with black. The reason 
for this is as follows. As shown in Fig. 2C, both ends of 
30 the insertion portion 1 7e of the spout body 1 7a are thin 
in wall thickness. Therefore, the material of the spout 1 7 
readily melts and flows out at the thin-waited ends of the 
insertion portion 17e, together with the inner layer ma- 
terial of the bag 7. In this embodiment, the efflux layer 
35 37 is used as a representative of the whole spout-fitting 
sealed portion 35. That is, the efflux layer 37 is inspected 
to judge whether the sealing quality of the spout-fitting 
sealed portion 35 is good or not. 
[0043] Referring to Fig. 1 again, step 5 is provided 
40 with an inspection apparatus 39, the arrangement of 
which is schematically shown in the block diagram of 
Fig. 5. The inspection apparatus 39 has a light source 
41 , which is a flash In this embodiment, and an imaging 
device 43, which is a CCD camera in this embodiment. 
45 At step 5, the tight source 41 and the imaging device 43 
are secured to a base 2 of the filling and packaging sys- 
tem 1 at an appropriate spacing so as to face each other 
across the spout fitting portion 7a of the bag 7. That Is, 
the imaging device 43 takes an image of the spout-fittIng 
50 sealed portion 35 formed at the sealing step. 

[0044] A controller 44 has a central control unit 45, a 
defective range setting unit 47, a sealing quality judging 
unit 49, a counter 51 , and an abnormality Judging unit 
53. The central control unit 45 captures the image of the 
55 spout-fitting sealed portion 35 taken with the imaging 
device 43, defines a predetermined portion of the image 
as an inspection region, enlarges the image of the in- 
spection region and divides the enlarged image into pix- 
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els 48 of a size predetenmined by the defective range 
setting unit 47. Then, the central control unit 45 judges 
whether or not each pixel 48 located outside the edge 
of the spout fitting portion 7a of the bag 7 is filled with 
an efflux layer fonned by the melted nnaterial flowing out 
of the spout fitting portion 7a. The sealing quality judging 
unit 49 compares the result of measurement outputted 
from the central control unit 45 with a criterion for judg- 
nnent of the sealing quality set by the defective range 
setting unit 47. 

[0045] The counter 51 counts the nunnber of signals 
each outputted from the central control unit 45 every 
time the sealing quality of the bag 7 is judged to be good 
or not. The abnormality judging unit 53 compares the 
result of counting by the counter 51 with a preset con- 
dition to judge abnonnality of the welder 2 1 . If the welder 
21 is judged to be under abnomnal conditions, the ab- 
normality judging unit 53 activates an alann device 55, 
for example, to sound a buzzer or to display the occur- 
rence of abnonnality on a display unit. Further, the filling 
and packaging system 1 may be suspended at that time. 
The central control unit 45 also delivers a signal to a 
sorter 57 for sorting defective and non-defective bags 
from each other. If the bag 7 under inspection is judged 
to be non-defective, the sorter 57 discharges the bag 7 
onto the non-defective bag conveyor 31 by controlling 
a gripper opening-closing device (not shown). If the bag 
7 under inspection is judged to be defective, the sorter 
57 discharges the bag 7 onto the defective bag conveyor 
-33. 

[0046] Fig. 6 Is a flowchart of an inspection process 
^perfomned by the inspection apparatus 39 in this enn- 
i*l3odlment. The inspection procedure in this embodiment 
will be described below with reference to Figs. 4 and 6. 
First, at step S1 , the power supply is tumed on to start 
Inspection. At step S2, the central control unit 45 deliv- 
ers a command signal to capture an efflux layer Image. 
At step S3, an image of the efflux layer is captured. That 
is, an Image of the spout-fitting sealed portion 35 is tak- 
en with the imaging device 43. In this case, It is not al- 
ways necessary to take an image of the whole sealed 
portion 35; it Is only necessary that the image taken with 
the imaging devtee 43 include the efflux layers 37 
formed at both sides of the spout 1 7. 
[0047] The image thus taken is sent to the central con- 
trol unit 45 where an Inspection region is taken out from 
the Image. The image of the inspection region is en- 
larged at a predetennined magnification, and the en- 
larged Image is divided Into pixels 48 of a predetennined 
size. Further, it is judged whether or not each pixel 48 
located outside the end edge of the spout fitting portion 
7a is filled with an efflux layer formed by the melted ma- 
terial of the spout 17 and/or the melted material of the 
bag 7. That is, pixel judgment is performed. In this case, 
a criterion for judgment is preset, and if 70 percent of 
the entiref area of a pixel 48 is filled with the efflux layer, 
the pixel 48 is judged to be "filled". Then, the number n 
of "filled" pixels is calculated. 



[0048] In this embodiment, a reference value N of 
"filled" pixels is preset by the defective range setting unit 
47 as a criterion for judgment of the sealing quality. At 
step S5, the sealing quality judging unit 49 makes a 
5 cohriparison between the number n of "filled" pixels and 
the reference value N. If n Is equal to or greater than N, 
a non-defective bag signal is outputted, whereas rf n is 
smaller than N, a defective bag signal Is outputted. In 
another embodiment, not only a lower-limit reference 

10 value biit also an upper-limit reference value may be set, 
whereby when n Is between the upper-limit value and 
the lower-limit value, the bag 7 under inspection is 
judged to be non-defective. The sorter 57 for sorting de- 
fective and non-deflective bags from each other oper- 

^5 ates on the basis of a signal from the sealing quality 
judging unit 49 to control the gripper opening-closing 
unit, as stated above. The abnonnality Judging unit 53 
may be arranged to judge that there is an abnormality 
when a predetermined number of defective bags have 

20 been produced in succession, for example. Alternative- 
ly, the abnormality judging unit 53 may be arranged to 
judge that there is an abnormality when there Is more 
than a predetermined number of defective bags among 
the latest 1 0 bags. The condition for judgment can be 

25 set at will. 

[0049] In still another embodiment, the condition for 
judgment may be such that the maximum height H of 
the efflux layer 37 is measured as shown In Fig. 4, and 
when the maximum height H is within a predetermined 

30 range of numerical values, the bag 7 under inspection 
is judged to be non-defective. More specifteally. a refer- 
ence value for height (each of maximum and minimum 
values or only a minimum value) is preset by the defec- 
tive range setting unit 47 in addition to the above-de- 

35 scribed reference value N for "filled" pixels, and the 
measured value H Is compared with the reference value. 
Furthermore, a reference value for the width of the efflux 
layer 37 may be set to make a comparison with the 
measured value of the width B as shown in Fig, 4. The 

^0 magnification at which the captured image is enlarged 
does not always need to be fixed but may be changed 
according to need. Similarly, the size of each pixel and 
the number of pixels may be varied according to need, 
and the reference value N for judgment may be changed 
in accordance with the variations in the size and number 
of pixels. These Inspection conditions are set by the de- 
fective range setting unit 47. It should be noted that in 
the embodiment shown in Fig. 1 another inspection step 
may be added after step 1 0 to judge the sealing quality 

50 of the filling opening 7b of the bag 7. 

[0050] Rgs. 7 and 8 show a second embodiment of 
the present invention conceming a spouted packaging 
container as in the case of the first embodiment. How- 
ever, unlike the first embodiment, the second embodi- 
es ment is concerned with a packaging container of the 
type in which a spout 73 is fitted to an approximately 
central portion of the upper side of a bag 71 and a liquid 
material to be packed is filled into the bag 71 through 
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the spout 73. Operations such as fitting of the spout 73 
to the bag 71 , welding, and filling of a material to be 
packed are mostly the same as those In the first embod- 
iment except that the operation of diagonally cutting the 
top of the bag 71 with the cutter 1 3 as carried out at step 
2 In the first embodiment is not perfomied in the second 
embodiment, and that the position of the bag 71 to which 
the spout 73 is fitted at step 3 is different from that in the 
first embodiment. Further, the steps of the process car- 
ried out in the second embodiment are publicly known 
except the inspection step. Therefore, a description of 
the known process steps is omitted. 
[0051] In the second embodiment also, at the same 
time as an opening portion 71 a at the top of the bag 71 
is sealed by welding, the spout 73 is fitted to the bag 71 
by welding, thus forming a sealed portion 75. Conse- 
quently, as shown in Fig. 9, efflux layers 77_are formed 
in the vicinities of both ends of a spout welding portion 
75c to which the spout 73 is welded. In this state, an 
image of the sealed portion 75 is taken with an imaging 
device 43 of an inspection apparatus 39 (the same ref- 
erence numeral as in the first embodiment is used be- 
cause it may be the same as the inspection apparatus 
used in the first embodiment). The image taken with the 
imaging device 43 is captured into a central control unit 
45 to execute the same processing as in the first em- 
bodiment. Fig. 1 0 is a diagram showing an enlarged im- 
age of a portion containing a right-hand side efflux layer 
77 in Fig. 9, that Is, a portion within a circle indicated by 
the arrow B. which is defined as an inspection region 
and divided into pixels 78. Processing executed afterthe 
inspection step may be the same as In the first embod- 
iment. Therefore, a description thereof is omitted. 
[0052] The present invention is applicable not only to 
the inspection of the sealed portions of spouted pack- 
aging containers but also to the inspection of the sealed 
portions of spoutless bags for packaging known as 
"plain bags". Rg. 11 is a diagram showing the whole ar- 
rangement of an automatic filling and packaging system 
using plain bags to whk:h the present invention is ap- 
plied. In the figure, the filling and packaging system 91 
is designed to pack a material in a plain bag-shaped 
packaging container 97. The system 91 also has a rotary 
table 93 equipped with grippers 95. A bag 97 Is gripped 
with grippers 95 and thus moved through various steps 
successively. 

[0053] At step 1 , bags 97 are taken out from a bag 
magazine 99 one by one. Each bag 97 is delivered to 
the table 93 and gripped with grippers 95. When moved 
to step 2, the bag 97 is printed with a date by a printer 
101. At step 3, a mouth portion 97a of the bag 97 is 
opened up with an opening device 1 03. At step 4, a solid 
material Is loaded Into the bag 97 by a solid material 
loading device 105. At step 5, a liquid material is filled 
into the bag 97 by a liquid material filling device 1 07. 
Steps 6 and 7 are sealing steps at which the opening 
portion 97a at the top of the bag 97 is sealed with a seal- 
er 110 equipped with hot plates 109. Step 8 is a cooling 



step. Step 9 is an inspection step, which will be de- 
scribed later in detail. At step 1 0. the bag 97 is dis- 
charged onto a conveyor 11 1 . In this embodiment, non- 
defective bags and defective bags are sorted from each 
5 other by activating a distributing arm 112 on the basis 
of the result of inspection performed at the Inspection 
step. 

[0054] An inspection apparatus used at the inspection 
step 9 may be the inspection apparatus 39 used In the 

10 first embodiment. In other words, the Inspection appa- 
ratus 39 used in this embodiment also has the arrange- 
ment shown in Rg. 6 and performs an inspection oper- 
ation according to the flowchart shown in Fig. 6. 
[0055] Fig. 1 2 is a fragmentary front view showing on- 

is ly a part of the bag 97 packed and sealed by the system 
91 shown in Fig. 11 . Reference numeral 113 denotes an 
efflux layer fonmed by the melt of the material of the bag 
97 flowing out to the outside of the upper end edge 97b 
of the bag mouth portion 97a when the mouth portion 

so 97a is sealed to form a sealed portion 98. Fig. 13 is a 
diagram showing an enlarged image of a portion of the 
sealed portion 98 indicated by the arrow C in Fig. 12. 
That Is, an image of the sealed portion 98 is taken with 
the imaging device 43 of the inspection apparatus 39 

55 and captured into the central control unit 45. The portion 
C of the image is taken out as an inspection region, en- 
larged and divided into pixels 1 15. The inspecting oper- 
ation is carried out according to the flowchart shown in 
Rg. 6, as stated above. The number of pixels 115 filled 

30 with the efflux layer 113 in this portion Is calculated to 
judge the sealing quality according to whether or not the 
number of pixels 115 filled with the efflux layer 113 sat- 
isfies a predetemnined condition. In this case, the max- 
imum height H of the efflux layer 113 from the upper end 

35 edge 97b of the bag 97 may be calculated to use it as 
one of criteria for judgment, as has been stated in con- 
nection with the first embodiment Further, whether or 
not all the pixels gl to gn in the first row defined imme- 
diately above the upper end edge 97b are filled with the 

40 efflux layer 113 may be used as one of criteria for judg- 
ment. Such a judgment may be made with respect to 
the entire width of the sealed portion 98 of the bag 97. 
Alternatively, a certain portion of the sealed portion 98 
may be used as a representative of the whole to perform 

45 the Inspection. 

[0056] Fig. 1 4 Is a diagram showing the arrangement 
of an automatic food and/or drink filling and packaging 
system 201 using an inspection apparatus according to 
a fourth embodiment of the present invention. The sys- 

so tem 201 is designed to achieve a high-speed operation 
in comparison to the foregoing embodiments. For this 
purpose, the system 201 has a spout fitting apparatus 
203 for fitting a spout to a bag and sealing the mouth of 
the bag and a filling apparatus 205 for filling a liquid ma- 

55 terial into the spouted bag. The spout fitting apparatus 
203 and the filling apparatus 205 are connected through 
a buffer 207 serving as a bag storage. Rotors used in 
each of the apparatuses are arranged to rotate contin- 
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uousiy. In this embodiment, a spout is fitted to an ap- 
proximately central portion In the width direction of the 
opening portion at the upper side of a bag as in the case 
of the above-described second embodiment. The spout 
has three flanges spaced vertically (see Figs. 19 and 
22). In the following description, detailed illustration and 
description of techniques that have heretofore been 
known are omitted, and only techniques that relate to 
the present invention will be described in detail. 
[0057] The spout fitting apparatus 203 has a rotor 209 
for executing a spout tacking step at which a spout Is 
inserted into the opening portion of a bag and a tacking 
operation is carried out. More specif ically, the rotor 209 
is supplied with bags and spouts. Bags are taken out 
from a conveyor-type magazine 211 (consisting of four 
rows in this embodiment) and delivered to a servo-loop 
215 by a bag unloader213. From the servo-ioop 215, 
the bags are delivered to the rotor 209 by a delivery rotor 
217. The bags are held by bag holders installed on the 
rotor 209 at equal spaces in the circumferential direc- 
tion. In this state, the bags move as the rotor 209 rotates. 
Meanwhile, spouts are delivered to the rotor 209 from 
two spout feeders 219a and 219b through spout feed 
rotors 221 a and 221 b. The mouth of each bag is opened 
by a publicly known suction cup device, and a spout is 
inserted into the mouth of the bag. Then, the spout is 
tacked to the bag or the bag Is temporarily sealed or 
welded by a temporary sealer 223, which may be similar 
to the hot bar sealer 1 9 stated in connection with the first 
'embodiment. 

7[0058] The bag with the spout tacked thereto is deliv- 
jsred to a first tntenmediate rotor 225. The rotor 225 has 
plurality of spout holding mennbers installed thereon 
at equal spaces in the circumferential direction to sup- 
port spouts, or bags, through the flanges fomned on the 
spouts. As the spout holding members, known bifurcat- 
ed members may be used. The bag is delh/ered from 
the first intermediate rotor 225 to a primary sealing rotor 
227 for executing a primary sealing step. The rotor 227 
is also provided with a plurality of spout holding mem- 
bers equally spaced in the circumferential direction. The 
spout holding members are different from those on the 
first intermediate rotor 225 in the position in the height- 
wise direction. That is, each spout is formed with three 
flanges as stated above, and the delivery of the bag from 
the first Intermediate rotor 225 to the primary sealing ro- 
tor 227 Is effected by supporting different flanges with 
the respective spout holding members on the two rotors 
225 and 227. The delivery of the bag between rotors 
stated below is also effected in the same way as the 
above. 

[0059] Then, the bag is delivered from the primary 
sealing rotor 227 through a second intermediate rotor 
229 to a secondary sealing rotor 231 for executing a sec- 
ondary sealing step. The bag is further delivered 
through a third Intemnediate rotor 223 to a sealed portion 
cooling rotor 235 for executing a sealed portion cooling 
step. Primary sealing, secondary sealing and sealed 



portion cooling, which are carried out during the inter- 
vening time, will be described later in detail. 
[0060] From the sealed portion cooling rotor 235, the 
bag is delivered to a fourth intermediate rotor 237 for 

5 executing an inspection step (described later). An in- 
spection apparatus 239 simitar to that stated in the first 
embodiment is provided at a predetenmined position 
along the circumference of the fourth intemnediate rotor 
237. The inspection apparatus 239 has a light source, 

10 e.g. an LED illuminating device, and an imaging device, 
e.g. a CCD camera. A bag judged to be defective by the 
inspection apparatus 239 is discharged from the line at 
. a predetermined position during movement by the fourth 
intemriediate rotor 237. A bag delivery rotor 241 receives 

15 a spouted bag from the fourth intermediate rotor 237 and 
delivers it to the buffer 207. 

[0061] The bag moves along a travel line 210 In the 
buffer 207 and is delivered to a bag receiving rotor 243 
provided at an inlet of the filling apparatus 205. Then, 

20 the bag is delivered to a first relay rotor 245 in the filling 
apparatus 205. A printer (not shown) is installed at a 
predetermined position along the circumference of the 
first relay rotor 245 to print the date of manufacture, etc. 
on a predetermined position of the bag. The printed bag 

25 is delivered to a filling rotor 247 for executing a step of 
filling a material into the bag. While being moved in the 
circumferential direction of the filling rotor 247 by the ro- 
tation of the filling rotor 247, the bag is filled with a liquid 
material to be packed through the spout. 

30 [0062] The bag packed with the material is delivered 
through a second relay rotor 249 to a cap fitting rotor 
251 for executing a step of fitting a cap to the spout. The 
cap fitting rotor 251 is supplied with a predetenmined cap 
from a cap feeder 253 through a cap feed rotor 255 to 

35 fit the cap to the spoijt. Then, the bag is delivered to a 
delivery rotor 257. An inspection apparatus 259 is in- 
stalled at a predetennined position along the circumfer- 
ence of the rotor 257 to inspect the bag for the cap fitting 
condition. The inspection apparatus 259 has an imaging 

40 device, e.g. a CCD camera. Abag judged to be defective 
in the cap fitting condition is discharged onto a defective 
bag discharge conveyor 261 . A non-defective bag is car- 
ried by the rotor 257 as it Is and delivered to a servo- 
loop 263. Then, the non-defective bag is discharged on- 

45 to a product discharge conveyor 265. 

[0063] Next, the primary sealing rotor 227 in this em- 
bodiment will be described with reference to Figs. 15 to 
17. Fig. 15 is a side view of the whole primary seating 
rotor 227. Fig. 1 6 is an enlarged sectional side view of 

so an essential part of the rotor 227. Fig. 1 7 is an enlarged 
sectional plan view of the rotor 227. The rotor 227 has 
a base 271 and a hollow stand 273 stood on the base 
271 , A plate cam 275 is secured to an upper end portion 
of the stand 273. The plate cam 275 has a cam groove- 

55 277 formed on the upper side thereof. The cam groove 
277 is fomned over 360 degrees in the circumferential 
direction. The cam groove 277 includes a portion form- 
ing a circular arc of the same radius from the center. of 
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the plate cam 275 as it moves In the circumferential di- 
rection. The cam groove 277 further includes a portion 
that comes toward the center of the plate cam 275 grad- 
ually as It moves In the circumferential direction. In ad- 
dition, the cam groove 277 includes a portion that comes 
away from the center of the plate cam 275 gradually as 
it moves In the circumferential direction. 
[0064] A hollow rotating shaft 279 extends through the 
stand 273. The rotating shaft 279 is rotatably supported 
at upper and lower end portions thereof by bearings 281 
and 282 fitted to the stand 273. A rotary table 283 is 
secured to an upper end portion of the rotating shaft 279 
so as to be rotatable together with the rotating shaft 279 
as one unit. A spur wheel 285 is secured to a lower end 
portion of the rotating shaft 279 so as to be rotatable 
together with the rotating shaft279 as one unit. The spur 
wheel 285 is driven by a drive source (not shown) to 
rotate continuously at constant speed. In addition, a dis- 
tribution and piping box 287 is secured to the rotating 
shaft 279 below the wheel 285. and a rotary joint 289 
for distribution and piping is secured to the rotating shaft 
279 below the distribution and piping box 287. Another 
distribution and piping box 291 Is secured to the upper 
side of the central portion of the table 283. Wiring and 
piping extend through the rotating shaft 279 between the 
upper and lower boxes 291 and 287. 
[0065] A plurality of spout holding members 293 are 
secured to the outer peripheral portion of the upper side 
of the table 283 at predetemnined spaces in the circum- 
ferential direction through respective mounting brackets 
295. In addition, a hot plate unit 297 Is installed on the 
table 283 in con-espondence to each holding member 
293. The hot plate unit 297 has a pair of hot plates 299 
and 300 which may have the same configuration. The 
Inner hot plate 299 Is secured to the bracket 295 through 
a mounting block 301 and a thennal insulating board 
303 so as to lie underneath the corresponding spout 
holding member 293. Reference numeral 302 denotes 
a heater. 

[0066] An oscillating arm 305 Is rotatably supported 
at an approximately middle position thereof by a shaft 

306 secured to a support frame 298 installed on the top 
of the table 283. The outer hot plate 300 is secured to 
one end of the amn 305, that Is, the lower end thereof 
as viewed In Figs. 15 and 1 6, through a mounting block 

307 and a thennal insulating board 309. Reference nu- 
meral 308 denote a heater An air cylinder 311 is in- 
stalled on one end of a driving arm 315 swingably sup- 
ported by a shaft 316 secured to the frame 298. The 
distal end of a rod 313 of the air cylinder 31 1 is connect- 
ed to the other end of the oscillating ami 305, that is. 
the upper end thereof in the figures, through a connect- 
ing pin 314. 

[0067] The lower end of the driving arm 315 is at- 
tached to a drive block 319 through a connecting pin 
320 so as to be rotatable relative to the drive block 31 9. 
The drive block 31 9 has a cam follower 31 7 fitted in and 
guided by the above-described cam groove 277. A link 
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321 Is swingably supported at one end thereof by a shaft 

322 secured to the frame 298. The other end of the link 
321 Is attached to the drive block 319 through a con- 
necting pin 323. The link 321 constitutes a parallel llnk- 

5 age in combination with the driving arm 315. In the hot 
plate unit 297 arranged as stated above, as the rotary 
table 283 rotates, the drive block31 9 moves in the radial 
direction of the table 283, that Is, in the horizontal direc- 
tion as viewed in Fig. 16. or stays at the same position. 

10 Consequently, the driving ami 31 5 and the link 321 os- 
cillate and thus cause the oscillating arm 305 to oscillate 
about the shaft 306 through the air cylinder 31 1 , thereby 
causing the outer hot plate 300 to move between a po- 
sition where it abuts against the inner hot plate 299 as 

'5 shown by the continuous lines in Fig. 1 6 and a position 
where the outer hot plate 300 is separate from the Inner 
hot plate 299 as shown by the dashed lines. Altematlve- 
ly. the outer hot plate 300 is kept staying at either of the 
positions for a predetemilned period of time. When mov- 

^ ing the outer hot plate 300, the air cylinder 311 acts as 
a link. When the outer hot plate 300 is In the position 
shown by the continuous lines, the air cylinder 311 
presses the outer hot plate 300 against the inner hot 
plate 299. 

25 [0068] A bag 501 having a spout 503 tacked thereto 
on the rotor 209, as has been stated with reference to 
Rg. 14, is delivered to the primary sealing rotor 227 
through the first Intermediate rotor 225, and a flange 
formed on the upper end portion of the spout 503 is held 

30 by the spout holding member 293 as shown in Fig. 16. 
At the time of receiving the bag 501 . the outer hot plate 
300 is in the position shown by the dashed lines in the 
figure. As the table 283 rotates, the outer hot plate 300 
moves to the position shown by the continuous lines to 

35 weld together the spout 503 and the bag body 521 and 
to seal the bag mouth. In this state, the bag 501 . together 
with the hot plate unit 297, rotates through a predeter- 
mined angle. As the hot plate unit 297 approaches a po- 
sition at which the bag 501 is to be delivered to the sec- 

40 ond Intemiediate rotor 229, the oscillating ami 305 
moves clockwise, causing the outer hot plate 300 to 
come away from the inner hot plate 299. Because the 
hot plate 300 is arranged to pivot about a support pro- 
vided above the spout holding members 293, when the 

^5 bag 501 Is delh^ered to another rotor, neither the hot 
plate 300 nor the oscillating arm 306 will Interfere with 
a spout holding member provided on the other rotor. 
[0069] The hot plates 299 and 300 will be described 
with reference to Figs. 18A, 18B and 18C. Because the 

so inner hot plate 299 and the outer hot plate 300 have the 
same configuration as has been stated above, the fol- 
lowing description will be made of only the inner hot 
plate 299. Figs. 18A and 18B are plan and front views, 
respectively, of the hot plate 299, Fig. 1 8C is a left-hand 

55 side view of the hot plate 299. As shown in Fig. 1 9, an 
upper end portion of the spout 503, that Is. a portion 504 
located outside the bag mouth portion 523 of the bag 
body 521 , is fonmed with a thread 505 to be engaged 
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with a cap and three flanges 506. 507 and 508 below 
the thread 505. A lower end portion 511 of the spout 503 
is fomried with a welding portion 51 3 that is to be welded 
to the bag body 521 . The welding portion 51 3 Is provided 
immediately below the lower flange 508. The configura- 
tions of the flanges 506, 507 and 508 and the welding 
portion 513 may be the same as those shown in Fig. 2 
or Figs. 7 and 8. Therefore, a description thereof is omit- 
ted. In Fig. 1 9, a part of the bag body 521 is shown by 
the dashed line. As illustrated in the figure, the spout 
503 is inserted into the bag body 521 from the bag mouth 
portion 523 up to the welding portion 513 until the upper 
end edge 525 of the bag mouth portion 523 of the bag 
body 521 abuts on the lower surface of the lower flange 
508 of the spout 503. Thus, the spout 503 is positioned 
relative to the bag body 521 . In this state, the spout 503 
and the bag body 521 are welded together For the pur- 
pose of facilitating understanding, the bag body 521 of 
the bag 501 and the welding portion 513 of the spout 
503 are shown by the chain double-dashed tines in the 
plan view of Fig. 18A, and only the bag body 521 is 
shown by the chain double-dashed lines in thefront view 
of Fig. 18B. In the side view of Fig. 18C, only the spout 
503 is shown by the chain double-dashed lines. 
[0070] The hot plate 299 for primary sealing is approx- 
imately in the shape of a rectangular parallelepiped and 
bilaterally symmetric as viewed in the plan and front 
views. A front side surface 351 of the hot plate 299 is 
pressed against the bag 501 to effect welding and seal- 
ing. The front side surface 351 has a welding portion 
accommodating recess 353 formed at the center in the 
lateral direction to extend vertically. The welding portion 
accommodating recess 353 has a shape corresponding 
to the welding portion 513 of the spout 503. The front 
side surface 351 is further formed with front relief re- 
cesses 355 and 357 recessed shallowly by a predeter- 
mined width from the edge of the front side surface 351 
that intersects the left and right side surfaces 359 and 
361 . As will be clear from the figure, the arrangement is 
such that a portion of the bag body 521 that has a pre- 
detemnined width from each side edge thereof does not 
contact the front side surface 351 of the hot plate 299. 
[0071] The welding portion accommodating recess 
353 has three vertically spaced thin grooves 363, 365 
and 367 horizontally extending over a predetermined 
range. The grooves 363, 365 and 367 are provided to 
correspond to elongate projections 514, 515 and 516 
formed on the welding portion 51 3 of the spout 503. The 
projections 514,515 and 51 6 are formed thin and small 
In volume so as to readily melt with heat. During primary 
sealing, the grooves 363, 366 and 367 allow the air to 
esisape and are fitted with the projections 514, 515 and 
516, respectively. Thus, the top portions of the projec- 
tions 514, 515 and 516 are slightly welded to the bag 
body 521 . 

[0072] The upper surface 369 of the hot plate 299 is 
formed with a shallow top relief recess 371 extending 
over the entire lateral length with a predetenmined width 



from the end edge of the upper surface 369 that inter- 
sects the front side surface 351 toward the rear side sur- 
face 373. The depth of the top relief recess 371 is set at 
1 .5 millimeters in this embodiment. In welding and seal- 

5 ing, because the bag body 521 is positioned so that the 
upper end edge 525 of the bag body 521 is flush with 
the upper surface 369 of the hot plate 299, a portion of 
the bag body 521 conresponding to the depth of the re- 
cess 371 from the upper end edge 525 Is not welded. 

10 The lower surface 375 of the hot plate 299 is fomried 
with a bottom relief recess 377 extending through the 
lateral center from the front side surface 351 to the rear 
side surface 373. The bottom relief recess 377 has a 
bilaterally symmetric trapezoidal sectional configura- 

is tion. The distance from the bottom 378 of the bottom 
relief recess 377 to the upper surface 369 is slightly 
shorter than the height of the welding portion 513 of the 
spout 503. Accordingly, the welding portion 513 is not 
welded at upper and lower end portions thereof having 

20 a slight width In the helghtwise direction. That is, only a 
portion of the bag body 521 that is hatched in Fig. 22A 
is welded by the primary sealing. The reason why the 
bag body 521 is not welded over the entire width is that 
both side edge portions of the bag body 521 have al- 

25 ready been sealed by welding before the bag 501 is fed 
to this system. If the already-sealed portions are further 
subjected to primary sealing and secondary sealing, the 
amount of the material of the bag body 521 melting at 
the sealed portions will become excessively large. To 

30 avoid excessive melting of the material, the already- 
sealed portions of the bag body 521 are not subjected 
to the primary sealing. 

[0073] Next, the secondary sealing executed on the 
secondary sealing rotor 231. will be described. Various 

35 devices provided on the secondary sealing rotor 231 are 
the same as those used on the primary sealing rotor 227 
except hot plates used for sealing. Therefore, a descrip- 
tion of the same devices is omitted. 
[0074] The secondary sealing rotor 231 also uses a 

^0 pair of hot plates 381 of the same configuration. As 
shown in Figs. 20A, 20B and 20C, the configuration of 
the hot plates 381 is the same as that of the hot plate 
299 for primary sealing except the following. That is, the 
front side surface 383 of each hot plate 381 has a weld- 

^5 ing portion accommodating recess 385 having the same 
shape as that of the hot plate 299 for primary sealing. 
However, the front side surface 383 is not provided with 
recesses corresponding to the front relief recesses 355 
and 357. The welding portion accommodating r;ecess 

so 385 Is not provided with grooves corresponding to the 
grooves 363, 365 and 367 of the hot plate 299 for pri- 
mary sealing. The upper surface 387 of the hot plate 
381 is formed with a recess 389 corresponding to the 
top relief recess 371 of the hot plate 299 forprimary seal- 

S5 Ing. However, the recess 389 is shallower than the re- 
cess 371 of the hot plate 299 for primary sealing. In this 
embodiment, the depth of the recess 389 is 1 millimeter. 
Accordingly, when secondary sealirig is canied out by 
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using the hot plates 381 forsecondary sealing, a portion 
of the bag body 521 that is hatched in Fig. 22B is welded. 
[0075] Next, cooling of the sealed portion executed on 
the sealed portion cooling rotor 235 will be described. 
Various devices provided on the sealed portion cooling 
rotor 235 are also the same as those used on the pri- 
mary sealing rotor 227 except cooling plates used for 
cooling the sealed portion. Therefore, a description of 
the sanne devices is omitted. 

[0076] The sealed portion cooling rotor 235 also uses 
a pair of cooling plates 391 of the same configuration. 
As shown In Figs. 21 A. 21 B and 21 C, the configuration 
of the cooling plates 391 is the same as that of the hot 
plates 381 for secondary sealing except the following. 
That is, the front side surface 393 of each cooling plate 
391 is fomied with a welding portion accommodating re- 
cess 395 of the same shape as that of the recess 385 
of the hot plate 381 for secondary sealing. Thus, the 
front side surface 393 has the same configuration as 
that of the front side surface 383 of the hot plate 381 for 
secondary sealing. However, the cooling plate 391 Is dif- 
ferent from the hot plate 381 in the shape in a plan view 
of a top relief recess fomned on the upper surface 396. 
That is, as shown in Fig. 21 A, the top relief recess is 
fonmed from three separate recesses, i.e. a central re- 
cess 397 formed around the welding portion accommo- 
dating recess 395, and left and right recesses 398a and 
398b each formed at a predetermined distance from the 
central recess 397. Portions 399a and 399b between 
the central recess 397 and the left and right recesses 
398a and 398b are located at both the left and right ends 
of the welding portion 513 as viewed in a plan view to 
serve as melted material squeezing portions. In other 
words, when the cooling plates 391 are pressed against 
each other with the bag 501 held between, the materials 
of the bag 501 and the spout 503 melted during the sec- 
ond sealing process are squeezed out from the upper 
end edge 525 of the bag body 521 by the squeezing 
portions to form efflux layers 527 and 529 as shown in 
Fig. 22C. As has been stated in regard to the first em- 
bodiment, the efflux layers 527 and 529 are used as an 
index of the sealing condition of the seal between the 
bag body 521 and the welding portion 513 of the spout 
503 and the sealing condition of the remaining portion 
of the bag mouth portion 523 of the bag body 521 to 
perfonm an inspection for judging the sealing quality at 
the subsequent step. It should be noted that the above- 
described hot plates 381 for secondary sealing may be 
formed with the same shape as that of the cooling plates 
391 so as to have melted material squeezing -portions, 
thereby forming efflux layers 527 and 529 when second- 
ary sealing is performed. In this casp, however, the melt- 
ed material squeezed out may scorch by adhering to the 
hot plates 381, causing contamination. 
[0077] Next, a description will be made of the inspec- 
tion of the sealed portion and other inspection per- 
fonmed on the fourth intenmediate rotor 237 by using the 
inspection apparatus 239. Unlike the inspection appa- 



ratus in the first embodiment, the inspection apparatus 
239 in this embodiment uses two cameras 411 and 412 
as shown in the system diagram of Fig. 23. An LED il- 
luminating device (not shown) is used for illumination. 

s The system includes a controller 413, a defective bag 
discharge device 414, and an alarm device 415. The 
cameras 411 and 412 take predetemnined images, re- 
spectively. The controller 413 captures the Images tak- 
en with the cameras 411 and 412. performs pixel judg- 

10 ment. compares the result of the pixel judgment with a 
preset defective range, and makes a quality judgment 
concerning various items of inspection. The defective 
bag discharge device 41 4 discharges a bag judged to 
be defective from the line. The alamn device 415 gives 

IS an alarm when a predetermined condition is satisfied. 
[0078] Figs. 24A and 248 are diagrams showing the 
ranges of images taken with the first camera 411 and 
the second camera 412. respectively, I.e. the fields of 
view, inspection gates, measuring lines, etc. The first 

20 camera 411 takes an image of the spout 503 and the 
upper part of the bag body 521 to perform an inspection 
of the sealed portion and to inspect the spouted bag for 
a vertical displacement between the spout 503 and the 
bag body 521. 

25 [0079] Rrst. the inspection of the sealed portion will 
be described. The sealed portion Inspection in this em- 
bodiment is also perfonned by subjecting an image por- 
tion containing the efflux layers 527 and 529 to image 
processing as in the case of the Inspection in the first 

30 embodiment. The processing method is the same as in 
the first embodiment. In this embodiment, however, the 
position of the spout 503 in the image range of the first 
camera 411 is measured before the image processing 
is started. When the spout 503 Is at a position displaced 

35 relative to a reference position, the positions of inspec- 
tion gates and so forth are corrected in accordance with 
the amount of displacement of the spout 503. That is, 
the cameras 41 1 and 41 2 are fixed at predetermined po- 
sitions, respectively, and hence the positions of their 

40 fields of view are fixed. However, the positions of a plu- 
rality of spout holding members installed on the rotor 
237 may be somewhat displaced. When there is a dis- 
placement of the position of a spout holding member, 
accurate inspection cannot be performed if the positions 

45 of Inspection gates are fixedly set within the Image range 
of the camera. Therefore, the positions of the inspection 
gates and so forth are moved in accordance with the 
change in position of the spout 503 within the field of 
view. 

50 [0080] Within the image range 41 6 of the first camera 
41 1 , a horizontal follow-up line 41 7 and a vertical follow- 
up line 418 are set. The horizontal follow-up line 417 is 
set with a predetenmined length in the horizontal direc- 
tion by using the right edge 416a, for example, of the 

55 image range 416 as the reference. The vertical follow- 
up line 41 8 is set with a predetemnined length in the ver- 
tical direction by using the upper edge 416b, for exam- 
ple, of the image range 416 as the reference. 
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[0081] When the first camera 411 has actually taken 
an image of a bag 501 moved to a position in front of 
the first camera 41 1 , the positions of points 421 and 422 
at which the horizontal follow-up line 41 7 intersects the 
left and right edges of the spout 503 are detected. The 
center position of the spout 503 in the horizontal direc- 
tion can be calculated from the distances from the right 
edge 41 6a of the image range 41 6 to the points 42 1 and 
422. The inner edges of efflux layer Inspection gates 41 9 
and 420 are set at bilaterally symmetric positions with 
respect to the calculated center position at a predeter- 
mined distance from the center position. The outer edg- 
es of the efflux layer inspection gates 41 9 and 420 are 
set in the same way. Meanwhile, the position of a point 
423 at which the vertical follow-up line 418 intersects 
the upper end edge of the spout 503 is detected. The 
upper and lower edges of the efflux layer Inspection 
gates 419 and 420 are set at predetermined distances, 
respectively, from the position of the point 423. Thus, 
the positions of the efflux layer inspection gates 419 and 
420 are variably set in accordance with a change in po- 
sition of the spout 503. The images of the efflux layers 
527 and 528 taken within the efflux layer inspection 
gates 419 and 420 are subjected to Image processing 
In the same way as in the first embodiment to judge the 
sealing quality of the sealed portion. 
[0082] Next, a method of measuring a vertical dis- 
placement between the spout 503 and the bag body 521 
will be described. For this measurement, spout vertical 
■ ' displacement measuring lines 424 and 425 are set with- 
■ In the Image range 416. The lines 424 and 425 are set 
with a predetemriined vertical length at bilaterally sym- 
metric positions with respect to the calculated center po- 
'sitlon of th6 spout 603 In the horizontal direction at a 
predetenmlned distance below the detected intersection 

423 on the vertical follow-up line 41 8. Then, points 426 
and 428 of intersection between the measuring lines 

424 and 425 and the lower surface of the lower flange 
508 of the spout 503 are detected. In addition, points 
427 and 429 of intersection between the measuring 
lines 424 and 425 and the upper end edge 525 of the 
bag body 521 are detected. Then, the distance between 
the intersections 426 and 427 and between the intersec- 
tions 428 and 429 Is cateulated by Image processing. If 
the calculated distance is greater than a predetennlned 
value, the bag under Inspection is judged to be defec- 
tive. 

[0083] Next, inspecting operations perf onned with the 
second camera 412 will be described. The Image range 
441 of the second camera 41 2 is wider than the image 
range 416 of the first camera 411 and sufficiently wide 
to contain the spout 603 and at least the upper portion 
of the bag body 521 over the entire width thereof. 
[0084] First, the inspection for a horizontal displace- 
ment of the spout 503 with respect to the bag body 521 
will be described. For this inspection, a measurement 
reference line 442 is set at a position a predetermined 
distance below the upper end edge of the bag body 521 . 



The line 442 extends horizontally beyond the left and 
right edges of the bag body 521 . Next, a horizontal dis- 
placement measuring line 443 is set at a position on the 
upper portion 504 of the spout 503 where the thread 505 

s is not provided. The line 443 crosses the spout 503 hor- 
izontally. Points 444 and 445 of intersection between the 
reference line 442 and the left and right edges of the 
bag body 521 are detected. Further, points 446 and 447 
of intersection between the horizontal displacement 

10 measuring line 443 and the left and right edges of the 
spout 503 are detected. A center position In the horizon- 
tal direction between the intersections 444 and 445 and 
a center position in the horizontal direction between the 
intersections 446 and 447 are calculated from the de- 

'5 tected positions of these points of intersection. Thus, a 
displacement between the center positions, that is, a 
displacement in the horizontal direction between the 
spout 503 and the bag body 521. Is calculated. If the 
calculated displacement is greater than a predeter- 

20 mined value, the bag under inspection is judged to be 
defective. 

[0085] Next, the inspection for a tilt of the spout 503 
with respect to the bag body 521 will be described. In 
this case, a spout tilt measuring line 451 is set at a po- 

2S sitron a predetennined distance below the above-de- 
scribed measurement reference line 442. The line 451 
extends horizontally as in the case of the measurement 
reference line 442. Points 452 and 453 oif intersection 
between the spout tilt measuring line 451 and both side 

30 edges of the bag body 521 are detected. The position 
of a center point in the horizontal direction between the 
points 452 and 453 is calculated. Oisplacenient be- 
tween the calculated center position and the center po- 
sition on the measurement reference line 442 calculated 

35 above indicates a tilt of the spout 503 with respect to the 
bag body 621 . If the displacement is greater than a pre- 
detemriined value, the bag under inspection is judged to 
be defective. 

[0086] The following is a description of the inspection 

"^0 for judging whether the imaged side of the bag 501 un- 
der inspection is the right side or the wrong side. That 
is, when a material to be packed is filled Into the bag 
501 on the filling rotor 247 in the filling apparatus 205, 
the bag 501 is printed with data, e.g. the date of manu- 

45 facture. Because the side of the bag 501 to be printed 
is predetermined. It is necessary to deliver the bags 501 
from the spout fitting apparatus 203 to the filling appa- 
ratus 205 in a unlfonm right-srde/wrong-side orientation. 
Accordingly, the Inspection for the right-side/wrong-side 

50 judgment is required. The right and wrong sides of the 
bag body 521 differ from each other in print made ther- 
eon, for example. In a case where the right side of the 
bag body 521 is printed with a bar code, for example, a 
right-side/wrong-side inspection gate 457 is set at a po- 

55 sition corresponding to the position where the bar code 
is printed, and the image within the gate 457 is proc- 
essed to judge whether the imaged side of the bag 501 
is the right side or the wrong side. If the bag 501 is held 
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in the wrong orientation, it is judged to be defective. It 
should be noted that the detection of a defect in the 
spout 503 itseif , e.g. a chip in the mouth at the distal end 
of the spout 503, is simultaneously perfonned by image 
processing in addition to the above-described inspec- 
tion, although a detailed description thereof is omitted 
because it can be readily understood from the foregoing 
description. 

[0087] tt should be noted that the fourth intenmediate 
rotor 237 for performing the above-described inspection 
is provided with a defective bag discharge device 414 
for discharging a bag judged to be defective. More spe- 
cifically, as shown in Fig. 25, a hollow stand 472 is stood 
on a base 471 of the rotor 237. A rotary plate 474 is 
secured to the distai end of a rotating shaft 473 extend- 
ing through the stand 472 and rotatably supported. A 
plurality of spout holding members 475 are installed on 
the outer peripheral portion of the rotary plate 474. The 
spout holding members 475 have the same configura- 
tion as that of the spout holding members 293 described 
above in connection with the primary sealing rotor 227. 
Each spout holding member 475 has an outwardly bi- 
furcated end on the side thereof opposite to the side at 
which it is secured to the rotary plate 474. An air cylinder 
476 is attached to a predetemnined position on the outer 
periphery of the stand 472 through a braclcet 481 . A dis- 
charge plate 478 shaped as shown in the figure is se- 
cured to the distal end of a rod 477 of the air cylinder 
476. When a bag 501 judged to be defective in regard 
to any of the inspection items at the above-described 
inspection steps is moved to a position in front of the 
discharge plate 478, the air cylinder 476 operates, thus 
causing the discharge plate 478 to push the bag 501 so 
that the bag 501 disengages from the spout holding 
member 475. Reference numerals 479 and 480 denote 
guide rods for the discharge plate 478. 
[0088] As will be clear from the foregoing description, 
it is possible according to the present invention to readily 
fomi an efflux layer of the melted material, which is us- 
able as an inspective object at a subsequent inspection 
step, at the same time as an opening portion of a pack- 
aging container is sealed. The efflux layer can be used 
as an index of the sealing condition of the whole sealed 
portion. Thus, according to the present invention, be- 
cause a specific part serving as an inspective object can 
be formed, It becomes possible to automate the Inspec- 
tion of the sealed portion, which has heretofore been 
perfomried by visual observation. Accordingly, the oper- 
ating efTiciency improves. Moreover, if the Inspection 
step is added to a conventional automatic filling and 
packaging system, the inspection can be continuously 
performed as a part of a series of filling and packaging 
operations. A product judged to be defective in the seal- 
ing condition can pass through the subsequent steps 
without undergoing filling and other operations. Accord- 
ingly, It is possible to eliminate waste, whk:h is extremely 
advantageous. 

[0089] The inspection process according to the 



present invention is performed as follows. An image of 
an efflux layer fonmed outside the sealed portion by the 
melted material flowing out of the sealed portion when 
the packaging container is sealed is taken with an im- 

s aging devbe. The image of the efflux layer within a pre- 
set inspection region or a part of the image is subjected 
to image processing to obtain data concerning the efflux 
layer. Then, the obtained data Is compared with a preset 
criterion for judgment. Thus, the inspection can be per- 

10 formed extremely easily and speedily, and the Inspec- 
tion accuracy Is ver/ high. Moreover, if the relationship 
between the sealing condition at a specific spoi of the 
sealed portion and the sealing condition at the remain- 
ing part of the sealed portion is checked in advance and 

IS a criterion for judgment is set on the basis of the rela- 
tionship, the sealed portion can be Inspected by using 
a part of the sealed portion as a representative of the 
whole sealed portion, and the t^e required for the In- 
spection can be minimized. 

20 [0090] Further, if the inspection region is controlled In 
accordance with the position of the Imaging subject with- 
in the field of view of the imaging device, the Inspection 
can be performed even more accurately. 
[0091 ] It should be noted that the present invention is 

25 not limited to the foregoing embodiments but can be 
modified in a variety of ways. 



Claims 

30 

1. A method of sealing an opening portion of a pack- 
aging container formed by using a base material 
fomned from a stack of a plurality of layers in which 
at least an innennost layer is a welding layer made 

35 of a themnoweldabie material, said method charac- 
terized by the steps of: 

melting said welding layer at a seal portion de- 
fined along an edge of said opening portion of 

40 said packaging container; and 

allowing a part of a melt from said welding layer 
to flow out from the edge of said opening portion 
at a predetermined position along said edge, 
thereby sealing said seal portion and also fomn- 

4^ ing an efflux layer outside said opening portion 

by said melt flowing out and solidified. 

2. A method according to claim 1 , characterized in that 
said seal portion is welded at a welding portion sep- 

50 arated from the edge of said opening portion by a 
non-welding portion with a predetemnlned width ex- 
tending along said edge, and that at said predeter- 
mined positton along said edge, an extension ex- 
tending from said welding portion to saki edge 

55 across said non-weiding portion Is also welded. 

3. A method according to claim 1 or 2, characterized 
by the steps of: 
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a heating step of melting said seal portion by 
pressing it between a pair of heating plates un- 
der application of heat; and 
a cooling step of cooling said seal portion by 
pressing it between a pair of cooling plates; 
wherein said step of allowing a part of said melt 
to flow out from said opening portion is carried 
out during said cooling step. 

4. A method according to claim 3, characterized in that 
said heating step includes a first heating step and 
a second heating step, and that at said second heat- 
ing step, said seal portion is melted under applica- 
tion of heat in such a manner as to leave a non- 
welding portion narrower in width than a non-weld- 
ing portion left at said first heating step. 

5. A method according to claim 4, characterized in that 
said non-welding portion left at said first heating 
step has a width of approximately 1 .5 millimeters, 
and said non-welding portion left at said second 
heating step has a width of approximately 1 millim- 
eter, and that at said cooling step, at least a welding 
portion melted at said second heating step and said 
extension are cooled under application of pressure. 

6. A pair of heat-treating plates for sealing an opening 
portion of a packaging container by holding said 
opening portion from both sides, said pacl<aging 
container being fonned by using a base material 
formed from a stack of a plurality of layers in which 
at least an innermost layer is a welding layer made 
of a thermoweldable material, said heat-treating 

' plates characterized by: 

respective welding portion-pressing portions 
facing each other to press a welding portion of 
said packaging container defined at a predeter- 
mined distance from an edge of said opening 
portion; and 

respective extension-pressing portions facing 
each other to press an extension defined at a 
predetennlned position along said edge of said 
opening portion to extend with a predetermined 
width from said welding portion to said edge. 

7. A pair of heat-treating plates according to claim 6, 
characterized in that sealing of said opening portion 
of said packaging container is carried out by melting 
said welding portion by application of heat with 
heating plates and then cooling said welding portion 
with cooling plates, 

wherein said heat-treating plates are said 
cooling plates. 

8. An apparatus for inspecting a sealed portion of a 
packaging container, said sealed portion being 
sealed by utilizing fusion bonding of a material con- 



stituting the packaging container, said apparatus 
characterized by: 

an imaging device having a field of view capa- 
ble of taking an image of an imaging subject 
including at least a part of said sealed portion 
and its vicinities; and 
a controller; 

said controller including: 

a defective range setting unit for setting in- 
spection conditions and a criterion for judg- 
ment of sealing quality of said sealed por- 
tion; 

a sealing quality judging unit; and 
a central control unit; 

wherein said central control unit controls 
said apparatus, captures the Image taken 
with said imaging device, defines an in- 
spection region including at least a part of 
said image in accordance with said inspec- 
tion conditions, divkles said inspection re- 
gion into a plurality of pixels of a predeter* 
mined size, and judges whether or not 
each pixer located outside said sealed por- 
tion is filled with an efflux layer fonned by 
a melt of said material flowing out of said 
sealed portion, and said sealing quality 
judging unit compares a result of judgment 
made by said central control unit with said 
criterion forjudgmentto Judge sealing qual- 
ity of said sealed portion. 

9. An apparatus according to claim 8, characterized in 
that said defective range setting unit sets a refer- 
ence value concerning the number of pixels filled 
with said efflux layer as a criterion for judgment of 
sealing.quality, and that said central control unit cal- 
culates the number of pixels filled with said efflux 
layer among pixels located outside said sealed por- 
tion. 

10. An apparatus according to claim 9, characterized in 
that said defective range sening unit further sets a 
reference value for a maximum height of said efflux 
layer from an end edge of said sealed portion as a 
criterion for judgment of sealing quality, and that 
said central control unit measures the maximum 
height of said efflux layer from the end edge of said 
sealed portion. 

11. An apparatus according to any one of claims 8 to 
10, characterized in that said controller further in- 
cludes an inspection position control unit for detect- 
ing a position of an inspection reference part de- 
fined by a predetennined part of said imaging sub- 
ject within said field of view of said imaging device 
and for controlling the position of said inspection re- 
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gion according to the position of said inspection ref- 
erence part. 

12. An apparatus according to any one of claims 8 to 
11, characterized in that said packaging container 
is a spouted packaging container having a packag- 
ing container body and a spout welded to an open- 
ing portion of said packaging container body, and 
that said imaging subject includes a welding portion 
where sakd spout and said packaging container 
body are welded to each other, said inspection re- 
gion being set so as to include an efflux layer formed 
by a melt of said material flowing out of said pack- 
aging container body and solidified at the welding 
portion of said spout welded to said packaging con- 
tainer body. 

13. An automaticfoodand/ordrlnkfllling and packaging 
system, characterized by comprising said appara- 
tus for inspecting a sealed portion of a packaging 
container according to any one of clabns 8 to 12. 

14. A method of inspecting a sealed portion of a pack- 
aging container, said sealed portion being sealed 
by utilizing fusion bonding of a material constituting 
the packaging container, said method character- 
ized by the steps of: 

taking an image of an imaging subject including 
at least a part of said sealed portion and its vi- 
cinities; 

defining at least a part of said image as an in- 
spection region; 

subjecting an image of said inspection region 
to predetermined image processing to calcu- 
late data concerning an efflux layer formed out- 
side said sealed portion by a melt of said ma- 
terial flowing out of said sealed portion; and 
comparing said data with a preset condition for 
judgment to judge sealing quality of said sealed 
portion. 

15. A method according to claim 14, characterized in 
that said data is obtained by dividing the image of 
said Inspection region Into pixels of a predeter- 
mined size and Judging whether or not each of the 
pixels is filled with said efflux layer. 

1 6. A method according to claim 1 4 or 1 5, characterized 
in that said method further comprises the steps of: 

setting reference information-concerning an in- 
spectton reference part defined by a predeter- 
mined part of said imaging subject within a field 
of view of an imaging device for taking an image 
of said imaging subject; 
storing said reference information; 
detecting said inspection reference part from 



the image taken with said imaging device; 
performing a comparison operation to compare 
infomnation concerning said detected inspec- 
tion reference part with said reference informa- 
5 tion; and 

controlling the position of said inspection region 
according to a result of said comparison oper- 
ation. 

10 
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